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I.

INTRODUCTION

In response to the outbreak of COVID-19, many students in the United States
suddenly shifted to remote learning after an elongated spring break in April 2020. The shift
was haphazard at best. Several districts struggled to roll out technology to students in a
timely or organized manner. Additionally, vast inequities existed among racial and
socioeconomic groups regarding access to remote learning tools, which affected students'
ability to show up to class.
Prior to the start of the fall semester, schools and school districts had the summer
to more adequately plan for at least a semester-and what has now turned into close to a
year in most places-of remote learning. While some school districts and schools
implemented hybrid models of remote and in-person learning, others have either been fully
in-person or remain fully remote. Data is still scarce and continues to develop. Ultimately,
though, remote learning has further widened the gap between the haves and have nots in
this country. While schools and districts have much to improve upon to ensure all students
are caught up to speed, there are also positive takeaways from this past year, notably
teachers' and schools' focus on the social-emotional health of students. This article will
address the various impacts of remote learning and the important lessons that can improve
students' school experiences in the pandemic and beyond.
II.

WHO Is LEARNING REMOTELY?

In their report on COVID-19 and learning loss, McKinsey & Company estimates
that about 60% of students began the 2020-2021 school year fully remote, about 20%
started with a hybrid model, and about 20% were fully in person. Of these groups, Black
and Latinx students were more likely to learn fully remotely. Several factors contribute to
different demographics of students attending school in person versus learning remotely.
The report found that Black and Latinx parents were less likely to want their children to
attend in-person classes. Further, students in urban areas and large school districts, where
a large proportion of Black and Latinx communities reside, were more likely to be learning
remotely. Finally, private schools, unaffected by state or local policy, mostly implemented
hybrid learning options or full in-person learning. As such, while the pandemic has
impacted access to learning for all children in the United States, remote learning primarily

* Ariel Katz is a 2022 J.D. candidate at Loyola University Chicago School of Law. Prior to law school, she
worked as a high school English teacher in the Chicago Public Schools and subsequently as a fundraiser at
the Jewish Federation.

Published by LAW eCommons, 2021

1

Children's Legal Rights Journal, Vol. 41, Iss. 2 [2021], Art. 8

Education in the Time of COVID-19

2021 ]

184

has affected those who attend urban public schools and thus disproportionally impacted
students of color.
III.

EFFECTS OF REMOTE LEARNING

A. Consequences on Student Growth
Numerous reports have found that remote learning has a negative impact on student
growth, particularly in mathematics and reading. The McKinsey & Company report
demonstrated that students, on average, started the 2020-2021 school year about three
months behind in mathematics. While all students came into the fall slightly behind,
disparities existed between students of color and white students. Students of color were
about three to five months behind, while white students were about one to three months
behind.
One study from Stanford's Center for Research on Education Outcomes further
examined the effects of remote learning on students in California. The study found that
elementary school students in particular suffered learning loss and that the learning gap
widened when accounting for race, family income, and language status. In fact, the study
revealed that "scores of disadvantaged fourth graders grew at a slower rate in English
language arts, while peers from wealthier families gained more than they would have in a
typical year." The New York Times reported that Houston, Texas, which began the year
remotely, saw almost double the number of students receive an F in the first grading period
in the fall of 2020 compared to the fall of 2019. In Fairfax County, Virginia, where the
2020-2021 school year also began virtually, the number of middle and high school students
who received a failing grade in two or more classes was 83% greater than the same time
period the previous year. Students with disabilities and English language learners
performed even more poorly. The disparities in our education system between wealthier
and poorer districts are not new. Rather, remote learning has further highlighted these
disparities and widened them.
Several different factors account for the exacerbated unequal learning outcomes for
students from different demographics. Notably, studies found that students from lower
socioeconomic groups have greater difficulty accessing stable internet and technology
needed to succeed in a remote environment. Further, truancy is higher in poorer districts,
meaning students are often not showing up to learn. Finally, Black and Latinx students are
more likely to be learning remotely in the first place.
B. Impacts on School Systems
While data on the effects of remote learning on student growth remains scant, the
effects on the school system have already been critical and could change the education
landscape significantly. Here, too, data is minimal, but existing data shows an
overwhelming number of students have dropped out of public school or failed to even
register. Some parents flocked to private schools at the beginning of the fall, while others
opted to home school their children. Although the decrease in public school enrollment
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spans across grade levels, it has been most pronounced at the kindergarten or pre-K grades.
A sample group of schools and districts in an NPR study saw a 16% enrollment drop, on
average, for kindergarten classes. As a result of increased demand for in-person learning,
private school enrollment has increased and new private schools sprung into being this past
year. In Indianapolis alone, sixteen new private kindergarten programs were created
between July and September of 2020.
The enrollment drop in public schools may have serious consequences for school
funding. As many schools' budgets are tied into the number of pupils enrolled, decreased
matriculation means decreased funds. Additionally, wealthier school districts receive more
of their funding from local property taxes, while poorer districts rely more heavily on
money from the state. State funding is based on the number of pupils enrolled, so decreased
enrollment because of COVID-19 will more negatively affect the funding of these already
poorer schools. Consequently, some states, like Texas, have agreed to ignore enrollment
data for the 2020-2021 school year when making budget decisions. Hopefully other states
will follow suit.
Aside from school funding, decreased rates in kindergarten enrollment threaten the
make-up of schools next year, with the potential for first-grade classes to be generally
smaller and kindergarten classes to expand. If administrators and districts are not proactive
in dealing with the inconsistent numbers, teachers and families will be left to scramble and
fill in the learning gaps, such as figuring out how teach kindergarten class sizes of forty
students.
IV.

LESSONS LEARNED AND POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

Although the effects of remote learning, such as stunted student growth and
decreased enrollment, have been overwhelmingly negative, remote learning has led to a
shift in focus on social-emotional health and increased relationships between communities
and their schools. These positive effects should be permanently integrated so that they
continue past the pandemic.
One study that focused on a town with a large immigrant population of Marshallese
community members found that educators in the district had an increased understanding of
their students and were able to better connect with them during the pandemic. Through
reaching out to students more frequently to ensure remote learning was successful, staff
learned about the community in which they were working and partnered with community
organizers to better serve students. Other studies noted increased positive relationships
between community members and school staff, which ultimately improves educational
outcomes for children. The director of student advocacy for the Ogden School District in
Utah, Aspen Florence, noted that: "[T]he most beautiful thing that came out of this was the
trust between the district and families was stronger, because it had to be." Another report
found that teachers were going to students' homes in impoverished areas of Washington,
DC, to help them plug into remote learning. Seeing their students' communities helped
strengthen ties between schools and the communities they serve.
In addition to increased communication, collaboration, and understanding among
districts and families, some schools have also increased their focus on social-emotional
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learning. This shift has led to better academic outcomes for some students and improved
mental health. The new focus on social and emotional health, whether through Zoom or inperson check ins, should become a permanent fixture in schools.
While positive relationships between districts and communities and an increased
focus on social and emotional health is important, it does not make up for the widening gap
in learning outcomes resulting from the pandemic. To address the disparate effects of
remote learning on poorer students and students of color, districts need to devote more
resources to their poorest schools. There are already proposals in several states to increase
funding for certain districts. The Utah School Board, for example, is seeking $260 million
to help remedy the deficits caused by remote learning. Other states' school boards should
put pressure on their legislatures to increase funding for schools hit the hardest by closures.
V.

CONCLUSION

Although some data exists regarding the ill effects of remote learning on students,
it remains scarce and inconclusive. Only time will tell the lasting impact of remote learning
on schoolchildren. The way we react, though, will undoubtedly shift the data one way or
another. Will we invest in our schools and our most vulnerable populations to help close
the education gap remote learning exacerbated? Will we continue to focus on the social
and emotional health of students and collaborate with community organizers to best serve
our communities? While remote learning has highlighted and widened the disparities in
our education system, it provides an opportunity for innovative solutions to address the
unequal education system that long predated the current pandemic.
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